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US President Bill Clinton's recent modification of US policy toward Cuba has brought criticism
from all sides of the political spectrum both in the US and internationally. Earlier, passage by the
US House of Representatives of a bill to tighten the US embargo against Cuba also brought wide
criticism, especially from US allies in Europe and Latin America. In a speech on Oct. 6, Clinton
announced the changes in US policy toward Cuba to further "Cuba's peaceful transition to a free
and democratic society."
The measures will allow US news agencies and networks to open bureaus in Cuba, facilitate more
humanitarian aid, and ease restrictions for Cuban- Americans to travel to Cuba. Administration
officials said the move would enable Americans to learn more about the "shortcomings of life under
communism." "We will tighten the enforcement of our embargo to keep the pressure for reform on,
but we will promote democracy and the free flow of ideas more actively," Clinton said.
However, Havana gave no assurances that the Cuban government would agree to the changes.
Cuba has long condemned the US policy centered around the 33-year economic embargo. "April
1 (April Fool's Day) would have been a good day to make a joke like this," said Ricardo Alarcon de
Quesada, president of Cuba's National Assembly and a member of the directorate of Cuba's ruling
Communist Party. Asked about Clinton's stated goal of promoting democracy in Cuba, Alarcon's
reply was scathing. "That would be democracy by imposition, democracy by export," he said. "The
first thing that Clinton and his advisors have to understand is that Cuba is a sovereign country."
In Miami, the reaction of the Cuban exile community was mixed. The powerful and virulently rightwing Cuban American National Foundation warned that any new policy must take into account
the bill passed by the US House of Representatives on Sept. 21 aimed at tightening the screws of
the embargo. The legislation, co-sponsored by Sen. Jesse Helms (R-NC) and Rep. James Burton (RIN), would tighten US sanctions on Cuba and deny US visas to foreign citizens working for foreign
companies doing business with the island state. The measure also aims to discourage investment in
Cuba by allowing US lawsuits against foreign companies who use property confiscated in Cuba after
the 1959 revolution.
The Helms-Burton bill passed the House, despite Secretary of State Warren Christopher's warning
that it would damage prospects for peaceful change. In a letter to House Speaker Newt Gingrich,
Christopher rejected the bill's major provisions, saying they would hinder any progress with Cuba,
and he called for a presidential veto. In addition to Christopher's letter, the State Department issued
a point-by-point rejection of the bill's provisions. Clinton's top advisor on Cuban issues, Richard
Nuccio, has said that, if the bill passes the Senate in its present form, the president will veto it, since
it interferes with his presidential prerogatives in conducting foreign policy. The average Cuban, who
is beginning to breathe a little easier after five years of unprecedented economic crisis, would be the
principal victim of a tightened embargo, according to critics.
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Cuban Foreign Minister Roberto Robaina told the annual UN General Assembly that Cuba's
economy was showing signs of recovery despite the continued US economic embargo. He appealed
to other countries to help block the US bill. "There is time to stop those in the Senate and the
executive branch who wish to stab in the back any attempt at a future rapprochement between Cuba
and the US," Robaina said. "Let this be clearly understood: Cuba desires normal relations with the
US, provided that a natural feeling of good neighborliness, respect, and equality prevails between
the two countries. But Cuba will never give way to threats and will survive anyway, at all costs."
Other Cuban leaders echoed Robaina's comments. While on a two-day official visit to Mexico,
Cuban Vice President Carlos Lage said the US House bill was aimed at discouraging US investment
in Cuba and would not cause Havana to change its policy. "Everything is going to carry on the same
around here," Lage said. "When you expect the irrational, that is what you get."
The Helms-Burton bill has also been roundly condemned by most US allies, including the European
Union, Caricom, Spain, Great Britain, Mexico, Canada, Uruguay, Colombia, Panama, Russia, and
South Africa. The Mexican government issued a statement "deploring" the approval of the measure.
The legislation's "scope makes it unacceptable in light of international law since it attempts to
apply internal US norms beyond its own borders," said the Mexican statement. The Mexican
government also said the legislation violates the provision of NAFTA and the norms of the World
Trade Organization.
Recently, a prominent international panel assailed US policy on Cuba and recommended using the
trade embargo against the island as a bargaining chip to promote political and economic reforms.
The recommendation was issued Sept. 14 by the Inter-American Dialogue Task Force on Cuba, a
17-member group, which is chaired by former US attorney general and former defense secretary
Elliot Richardson. Among other members are former presidents Raul Alfonsin of Argentina, Oscar
Arias of Costa Rica, and Osvaldo Hurtado of Ecuador. In presenting the group's report, Arias read a
letter to Clinton in which he said, "No moral nor ideological justification exists for the US embargo"
against Cuba, especially after the recent lifting of US sanctions against Vietnam.
"Constructive use of the embargo requires that the US open an active dialogue with the Cuban
government to foster Cuba's democratization and encourage a range of political and economic
reforms," the task force's report read. The report also makes several policy recommendations for
the Cuban government. It called on Cuba to conduct internationally monitored elections with open
participation, to free political prisoners, and to repeal laws that repress dissent. It should also take
steps that would enable it to qualify for membership in the World Bank and International Monetary
Fund.
Meanwhile, Clinton is receiving stronger pressure from US businesses to rethink the embargo.
On Oct. 6, Clinton aides received a delegation of 47 US business, university, and civic leaders at
the White House. The group then traveled to Havana where they met for four hours with Castro.
The business leaders are urging a normalization of economic relations between Cuba and the US.
The executives say that the embargo is "no longer logical," and they fear that, as Cuba opens its
economy, US companies will find themselves shut out of potentially lucrative endeavors on the
island.
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According to Cuban sources, since the beginning of 1994, more than 250 representatives of 174
US firms have visited Cuba to explore business opportunities once the US allows a resumption of
relations. About 30 of the businesses have signed letters of intent with Cuba to invest in businesses
on the island when the embargo is lifted. Meantime, Cuban President Fidel Castro is expected to
attend the 50th anniversary commemoration of the UN in New York on Oct. 22-24. On Oct. 3, the
UN confirmed Castro's attendance at the anniversary festivities. Nevertheless, Senate majority
leader and presidential hopeful Bob Dole proposed denying Castro a visa to attend the UN meeting
since, Dole said, the Cuban president will use his visit to lobby against the embargo. [Sources:
La Jornada (Mexico), 09/15/95; Inter Press Service, 09/14/95, 09/25/95, 10/03/95; Associated Press,
09/06/95, 09/14/95, 09/21/95, 10/06/95; Reuter, 09/11/95, 09/18/95, 09/25/95, 10/06/95; Agence FrancePresse, 10/03/95, 10/05-07/95; New York Times, 10/06/95, 10/10/95]
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